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Observing details as we read and recalling facts after we have completed assigned readings are only two rudimentary steps necessary to effective reading of college texts.  College-level reading material will present complex issues and arguable claims about which students will have to advance conclusions, synthesize new material with previous knowledge, identify relationships to other information, or determine their agreement or disagreement with a writer’s position.  College students need to apply specific strategies to achieve the above-mentioned objectives.  Such skills will also be of immeasurable importance when college graduates are employed and expected to contribute meaningfully in the work place, to select political candidates for public office, to make informed decisions about medical or consumer matters, or other important decisions.

The range of procedures utilized to discern textual content and to analyze and evaluate reading material is commonly called critical reading strategies.  The following suggestions should help college students polish their reading skills and should better prepare them for the various reading assignments – and writing tasks – that comprise much of undergraduate academic life.

I. Reading with a Purpose
Before you actively engage with a text, you must be aware of your purpose in reading an assigned selection.  It is not enough merely to say, “My professor wants us to read this chapter by Thursday.”  If you read with such a passive approach, you will find yourself flipping the pages of your textbooks without assimilating and retaining information and without determining why such information is crucial in a given course and to your undergraduate education.

Reading experts suggest that there are six fundamental purposes for reading:

1.   to grasp a certain message

2. to find important detail

3. to answer a specific question

4. to evaluate what you are reading

5. to apply what you are reading

6. to be entertained.

[From Ron Fry’s Improve Your Reading, 2nd edition, 1994.]

Thus, it is imperative that you understand why an instructor has assigned a reading selection and how the selection addresses course objectives and recurring courses themes.  In addition to what your instructor suggests, texts themselves yield clues that will help you discern a purpose for reading certain material.  Such give-a-ways in the text include: chapter titles, heading, and subheadings; introductions and summaries for chapters; visuals such as photos, graphs, and charts; highlighted or italicized passages; questions at the start of new sections; and discussion questions at the end of chapters.  Such textual clues should provide direction and focus for the reading material.

Take some time to inventory your textbooks to determine their organizational plans and the various supplementary sections that will open themselves up to further exploration.  Becoming familiar with the various sections in your textbook and using them to their fullest advantages should result in additional success with reading tasks.  Become familiar with both the table of contents and index, so you can successfully mine the text for information.  Footnotes can be a convenient and rich source of additional, clarifying information.  An introductory-level text includes numerous discipline-specific vocabularies, with which you are not yet familiar, so you should take advantage of the author’s inclusion of a glossary.  A glossary is an abridged dictionary of discipline-specific terms, their definitions, and occasionally, practical illustrations to clarify new terms.  The bibliographies at the ends of chapters or at the end of the book itself might include references that you can peruse in your college library if you are working on a research project on a related topic.

Once you understand why you are reading a selection, you should be able to manage your time more efficiently, improve your reading comprehension, and apply critical thinking skills to the passage in order to understand its role in addressing course objectives.

II.  Identifying the Main Idea
Before you can effectively apply higher order critical thinking skills, you must engage with the literal text to determine the main idea.  In all good writing, a controlling thesis or key message connects and unifies the specific details and facts used as evidence to build an argument.  Often expressed as a conclusion, the main idea is an objective generalization that encapsulates the entire selection.  When you are able to grasp the primary message – even if some of the supporting details and facts escape you – such reading comprehension lays the foundation for analysis, synthesis, and evaluation of the text.  Additionally, when you understand the thesis or purpose of the text, you have a context out of which to stimulate your reasoning, conclusions, and agreement or disagreement with the information being presented.  Do not allow a preoccupation with the facts and details obscure the larger context of a discussion.  Facts and details used as evidence support the author’s thesis or position; they do not outweigh the importance of the controlling idea.

In longer reading selections, a progressive chain of thought forwards the main idea.  Capturing this chain of thought will help you identify the thesis.  Links in the chain of thought include the following: topic sentences of paragraphs, summary sentences in paragraphs, supporting sentences, and transitional statements throughout the text.

To review:

1. The topic sentence articulates the main idea being discussed in the paragraph.

2. Summary sentences generalize the main idea or concept in a concise yet inclusive statement.

3. Support sentences include specific details, facts, and explanations to clarify and give credibility to the author’s points of view;

4. Transitional devices move the author from one point to the next and often bridge one paragraph to the next creating a fluid and logical development of information

To engage actively with the material and to ensure that you are retaining the most important information in a passage, you should employ at least one of several traditional methods of understanding the information: highlighting, outlining, inventorying, mapping, or drawing visual representations of the material.  The main reason for these records is to jog your memory later and to help you analyze information and draw out conclusions.  To replay the information most effectively, outline or inventory the main information in phrases of five to eight words, highlight only the main idea (not entire paragraphs!), or construct spare and uncluttered visual sketches, and so on.

[*** Please refer to the CAE handout, “Annotating Texts,” for clarification of the above mentioned annotation strategies.]

In longer pieces of writing, several main ideas may emerge.  In such instances, peruse the selection a second time to check your outlining or highlighting and attempt to prioritize the main ideas.  Scanning the selection before you do the reading might reveal an organizational plan or line of evidence that will both point to the main idea(s) and assign them priority (perhaps the very order they are presented).

III.  Pre-reading and Reading Strategies
Often we can grasp the message of a text by pre-reading or reading the material.  The following 6 steps, which are an excerpt from Chapter 6 of Ron Fry’s Improve Your Reading, can be completed within a 20-30 minute skim of average-length assigned texts:

1. Rephrase the heading or title as a question to give you a purpose for reading the selection.

2. In order to identify significant information in the selection, examine subheadings, illustrations, and so forth that function as directional.

3. Read the introductory paragraphs, summary, and study questions at the end of the selection.

4. Read the first sentence of every paragraph, which is generally but not always the location of the main idea of the paragraph.

5. Evaluate steps 1-4.  Can you answer the question(s) that you framed from the chapter title? … Questions at the chapter’s end?  Could you participate intelligently in class discussion?

6. Write a brief summary of what you have learned from skimming the information in the selection.  You should be able to answer the following questions: a) what is the text’s central message or viewpoint? b) is a clear chain of thought revealed? c) what major points are addressed.

Once you identify and understand the basic skeleton of the text, reading the material becomes the manageable activity of attaching flesh to the skeleton.  This process requires that you interpret and evaluate what is written as you digest it for main ideas.  Effective analytical reading necessities distinguishing between explicit, literal meaning of words (denotation) and what suggestions or intentions are implied by the content (connotation).

IV.  Analyzing denotations and connotations of words
Most words in written texts possess two levels of meaning.  The first, and generally, the easiest to analyze is the literal or descriptive meaning of words.  The precise, specific, and objective meaning that words expressly communicate is the denoted meaning.  However, beyond dictionary definitions, words communicate or connote emotion, bias, attitude, and perspective.  Connotation involves the second level of meaning that incorporates the significance of words and their nuances of meaning in context.  Often based on the writer's bias or experience, the reader's viewpoint or value system, or the context, in which the words are used, connotations might be subjective interpretations of words and their denotative meanings.  Effectively analyzing a text involves learning to interpret what is implied or suggested just as well as what is explicitly stated.

V.  Distilling and Summarizing Information
The final steps in any critical reading are distilling and summarizing information.  Nothing is more beneficial and more productive than internalizing and owning the newly read information by condensing it into your own clear, succinct summary.  Consider using an outline format or diagramming to summarize information.  Concentrate on relationships between various thoughts and ideas.  Write lists based on similar or dissimilar information to bring information into clear, sharp focus.

After ensuring that key information is not missing from your outline, list, or diagram, try to write a brief synopsis of what you have learned from the reading selection.  Use your own words to summarize the significant elements presented in the text.  Your synopsis might include definitions of new concepts introduced in the selection or questions and answers that focus the material.  (Unanswered questions should be raised during class discussion for clarification.)  Your synopsis should also include summary statements of new insights you acquire as a result of reading the selection.  Use this method one chapter at a time.  Your outlines, lists, and synopsis will serve as study guides later in the semester when you must review them for upcoming exams.

VI.  Other useful reading strategies
The evidence writers' supply will sometimes push readers toward conclusions.  Writers' shape their evidence to press readers into accepting conclusions that seem most warranted.  Using the previously discussed strategies as a foundation, you should try to stretch your intellectual muscles to develop other crucial reading skills such as advancing inferences, predicting outcomes, generalizing, and evaluating information.

A. Building Inference Skills:
Try to read beyond the words and even beyond connotations.  Attempt to fill in details and information based on what the writer implies.  Consistently question yourself and the text as you read.  Supply answers on the basis of the writer's hints, your previous knowledge, and your own experiences.  See if the writer suggests something that you yourself might be able to communicate in clearer terms.

B. Predicting Outcomes
After identifying the main idea(s) of a reading selection and comprehending the supporting evidence, examine the piece further for logic and consistency of thought and well-reasoned development of an argument.  Attempt to identify cause and effect relationships.  Make certain your conclusions are founded on sound and convincing evidence in the text and not on your own opinions, likes, or dislikes.  Of course, you might rely to a certain extent on your own experience, your knowledge of human nature, and so forth to help you predict outcomes or conclusions.

C. How to Generalize:
The prerequisites for generalizing effectively include knowing the main idea, drawing sound conclusions from reliable evidence, and predicting outcomes based on information in the text.  Next you are ready to consider how you might apply the writer's ideas, suggestions, or theories to different situations that invite such parallel examinations.   Do not stray too far beyond the information provided by the writer, otherwise, you face the problem of making statements that are too broad in scope or erroneous in their foundation. You might also be accused of intentionally distorting information to make a point.  While you might welcome a debate about your generalizations, you do not want to be challenged for flawed logic or for stretching the truth of another's writing.

D. Evaluating Ideas:
Reading critically requires that you evaluate the ideas and writing strategies of authors.  Judging the worth of what you read is crucial.  You should determine if the author seems objective and reliable; if the facts are accurate, thorough, and relevant; if the author's approach touches your emotions, intellect, or both and to what extent; if the author is slanting information or politicizing a discussion, and so forth.
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